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Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,
 But to be young was very Heaven!



WILLIAM WORDSWORTH


 



 



 



 



Never glad confident morning again!


ROBERT BROWNING






Acknowledgments

Lou Cannon refreshed my memory of the 1984 cycle.

I would like to thank my editor, Lara Heimert, and my agent, Michael Carlisle.

My wife, Jeanne Safer, urged me to dig deeper, as she always does.






INTRODUCTION

WILLIAM F. BUCKLEY JR. (1925-2008) changed the world. I was at his side during the years the world noticed it. George Will once said, “Without Buckley, no National Review [the magazine he edited for twenty-five years]; without National Review, no conservative takeover of the Republican party; without that, no Reagan; without Reagan, no victory in the Cold War.” I came into Bill Buckley’s life in 1969, halfway through that march of accomplishments. I came of age, and middle age, along with the conservative movement that he midwifed. He was my boss and my mentor. He discovered me, tapped me as his heir—and then changed his mind. I had to find a new voice, as a writer and a historian, while both of us reconfigured our relationship, and while the world changed again, in ways nobody had predicted.

This is my story of a remarkable man. Bill Buckley was a famous man—at the top of his game, he was at the top of the world. His television show aired in a hundred markets, his syndicated column ran in hundreds of newspapers, his books appeared regularly on the best-seller list. Presidents and movie stars hobnobbed with him, world-famous musicians performed in his living room, comics imitated him. Much of that slipped away as he aged and tired, but when he died he was treated as a fallen head of state. “If I’m still famous,” he had instructed his son about his funeral, “ask the cardinal to hold it in St. Patrick’s; otherwise, tuck me away in Sharon,”  the family’s Connecticut home. The memorial mass was in St. Patrick’s, with 2,200 mourners.

He was also vital. What he liked he loved, and what he loved he had to share with colleagues, friends, and casual acquaintances. His delight was a boy’s, even when the taste was a connoisseur’s and the judgment a man’s. At the end of one of his books about sailing, the onboard representative of the owner of the yacht he has rented tells him there is some weakness in the mast, he should let up on the last leg. Bill’s attitude is, that’s the owner’s problem; I rented the boat, we’re in the Atlantic Ocean with a good wind, let her rip. He brought that avidity of appreciation to ideas, words, music, food, gadgets; to his friendships.

 



THIS IS ALSO my story of the conservative movement, and of the world in which it came to power, with the potential for accomplishments and the certainty of failure that power entails. In the age of Obama, conservatism is in retreat—though perhaps its retreat began with Bill Clinton, or the Bushes, father and son—but it will be back, and its ups and downs are of interest to conservatives, their enemies, and ordinary Americans. When I met Bill Buckley, there were still Soviet troops in Berlin. Ten years later, they were in Afghanistan. Ten years after that, the Berlin Wall collapsed. Twelve years after that, the World Trade Towers collapsed. The conservative movement helped elect presidents, from Richard Nixon to Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush. Like a typhoon, the turn of the millennium threw amazing sea creatures on the beach: prophets (Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn), freaks (Monica Lewinsky), monsters (Pol Pot). Working for Bill Buckley at  National Review, I covered these and many other figures and events. I shook Castro’s hand; Reagan laughed at one of my jokes, and Margaret Thatcher repeated it. One of my friends got anthrax after 9/11. You had to be interested in history from 1969 to 2008; to borrow a line from Christopher Hitchens, it was interested in you.

 



THIS IS, FINALLY, my story of a relationship. Bill was a generous and devoted man; he was also willful, capricious, impulsive. The former qualities generally prevailed over eruptions of the latter, but the latter could give you a wild ride. I went on a number. One fine day he announced that I would succeed him; another, he announced that I would not (there were other little surprises in store besides those). I was the more susceptible because I was thirty years younger than he was, because I was looking for someone to look up to, because it took me thirty years to realize that friendship is one of the few solid things you can have in this world, and rare enough.

The story includes the teller of the story. When I met Bill Buckley I was a teenager—a young man from the provinces. In forty years I have fallen in love many times—with writing, with Bill and his magazine, with my wife, with a man who has been dead for two hundred years (though he is still alive). I am unusually impressionable, and I keep better-than-average track of my impressions. They are the substance of my life, and the medium of this book.

This story is especially for the young. Those who are too young to remember Buckley will meet an arresting and significant figure; they may also learn, from the evolutions of my career, some points of use for their own. My life has not been quite what I expected it to be, but then nothing ever is; we make the best of new opportunities. Finding your own place in the world is a neat trick. I offer my experiences as stimulus and guidance.






CHAPTER 1

I MET BILL Buckley by writing for him.

I grew up in Irondequoit, New York, a suburb of Rochester, a midsize upstate city, with my parents and my older brother, Bob. We lived in a ranch house on a half-acre lot in a tract of other postwar houses that had been developed in a former peach orchard. Dad worked, Mom was the mother, Bob and I were smart—that was the family division of labor.

In the fall of 1969 I was a freshman in the local public high school (I didn’t know anybody who went to private ones); my brother was a junior at Yale. Every weekend of the school year since he had gone away to college I wrote him, on a small black metal typewriter that had belonged to Mom, a letter rehearsing the events of the week—basketball games, school plays, little triumphs, tiny disasters, bulletins of adolescence dramatized and ironized. I wrote to inform him: He knew many of the repeating characters—parents, teachers, friends of mine who were younger siblings of friends of his. But mostly I wrote to portray myself, to Bob, and to my parents, to whom I read the letters aloud (like an out-of-town preview) before mailing them off.

One week the news barged into this home theater. Opponents of the Vietnam War had called for a nationwide moratorium, or day of protests, on October 15. The moratorium looked to be a big thing on college campuses, where teach-ins and boycotts of classes were  planned. Some kids in my high school decided to join in. I thought they were wrong; I also thought there was something phony about the exercise, simultaneously preening and copycat. The moratorium’s supporters at Irondequoit High presented themselves as dissidents, but they were tagging along with a national movement, mimicking their elders.

I decided to put counterposters, antiprotest protests, on the school walls. I imagined myself as a latter-day Martin Luther, taping rather than hammering up criticisms of orthodoxy for all to see. I generated my posters by typing them out, over and over, on the black typewriter, using carbon paper to produce four copies at a time (I had only twelve contentious theses, not Luther’s ninety-five). The bottom copy of each batch was pretty fuzzy, and when I put the carbon paper in backward for one batch I got a set of mirror-image duds. After a night’s work I had made thirty-three posters, and I gave them to the world on the fifteenth.

All my efforts, and the more organized protests of Moratorium Day that I hoped to deflate, went into that weekend’s letter to my brother. It made for a longer story than usual, and in his next letter home he said he had enjoyed it. Then my father said, Why don’t you send it to National Review?

No one in my family knew anything about journalism. We knew William F. Buckley Jr. from television, and we had been subscribing to his magazine for half a year. Perhaps that would be entrée enough. I took “Dear Bob” off the beginning of my letter, added a conclusion, and sent it away.

Months passed without a word from National Review. I assumed they had not liked the submission and thrown it away, and that this was standard procedure in journalism. Then, after the New Year, I got a letter from C. H. Simonds, assistant managing editor.


Dear Mr. Brookhiser:


Please forgive our slowness in dealing with your manuscript. It somehow got buried on my desk. [This, I would learn, actually was standard procedure in journalism.] Miss Buckley [Priscilla Buckley,  Bill’s older sister and managing editor], Mr. Buckley and I have read it, and are eager to publish it.




He added, “We do receive manuscripts from people your age; but I’m sure this will be the first we’ve ever published.”

Anyone who submits something for the approval of the world expects, in some corner of his mind, that he will be approved. This expectation is stronger in the ignorant, who don’t know the system or the odds, strongest maybe in a teenager with encouraging parents (doting, in the case of my mother) whose admiration, he assumes, will be widely shared as soon as the world takes notice. But when approval actually came, it was startling. The world of public events, which included the media that reported on them, was “out there.” Now someone from out there had signaled back.

More surprises followed. When my article appeared, in the issue dated February 24, 1970, one day after my fifteenth birthday, it was the cover story. The cover image was a sepia-tone photograph of a boy wearing a buttoned-down shirt, open at the neck, and a jacket covered with political buttons. The boy was a son of the magazine’s art director, but by chance, he looked rather like me (dark hair, half sideburns, wavy bang, snub nose). MORATORIUM DAY AT IRONDEQUOIT HIGH, said the headline, by RICK BROOKHISER, student.

The next surprise, a few weeks later, was a check for $180. The question of money had given me some anxiety. It must cost something, I thought, to print magazines and distribute them; perhaps I would be asked to contribute, to help defray expenses. The idea that I might be paid, in addition to being published, was icing on the cake.

About the time the check arrived, I began getting letters from readers. Some came from other young writers who said they were like me, and sent their writings to prove it: a science fiction magazine from Saskatchewan; a mimeographed medieval fanzine from somewhere in the South. Most of the letter writers praised, gawked, or did both at once. There were twenty in all, which would be a piddling response in the days of e-mail and texting, but in 1969 when each of these communications had to be sealed, stamped, and dropped in a mailbox, it  seemed impressive, all the more to someone who had never gotten a letter from anyone he did not know.

There were media aftershocks. The Rochester Times-Union took my picture for a profile of the local boy who had made good. Two academics asked to reprint the article in a book called Student Dissent in the Schools (I was to be the token right-winger). A teacher at a local college interviewed me for a piece she hoped to write for Esquire . Esquire did not bite; the magazine that sent Jean Genet to cover the Chicago convention was not interested in Irondequoit High. But the newspaper article and the book appeared as planned. That, plus the original article, made three more appearances in the world out there than I could realistically have expected to make.

What was the article like? If I got it as an editor now, would I publish it? It had its bitchy moments—I criticized the moratorium supporters for using “such words as ‘leafletting.’” It had its light moments—I recorded all the elaborate labor of the carbon paper. I banged away in high dudgeon. When supporters of the moratorium stood on the high school lawn and read a list of soldiers who had died in Vietnam, I took the mangling of a name to be a sign that it was all for show; if they really cared, they would have pronounced the dead man’s name correctly. There was a lot of showing going on, but honest people also make slips of the tongue; having sent my thoughts to National Review, I was not innocent of showing them off myself. Even as a teenager I saw one thing that opponents of the war denied or fudged: Withdrawing from Vietnam would leave it “open to Communist subjugation.”

I know why the assistant managing editor, Miss Buckley, and Mr. Buckley published it. I was a dog walking on its hind legs: Fifteen-year-old speaks! I was also dog bites man. There were plenty of young people even in the late sixties who were conservative, or simply not liberal. When eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds voted in the 1972 election, as many of them voted for Richard Nixon as for George McGovern. But they were not the young people you saw on television, or in most newspapers and magazines. The archetypal young people of the major media, whether admired or feared, were  idealistic liberals, hairy radicals, or copulating druggies: heroes, rebels, or freaks. Here, said the editors of National Review, was a kid, a high school freshman no less, who speaks for the unseen.

There was one more reaction to the piece, the most important of all: a blue three-by-five card, with National Review’s name and address in bold, and an italicized identifier, Wm. F. Buckley Jr., Editor. Below that, in spindly red ink, a message, something like, “Richard: Nice going. Congratulations” or “Rick: Very nice. Thanks.” In time I would learn that every contributor to every issue of National Review got such a card from Wm. F. Buckley Jr., which did not diminish its value. Rather, the reverse; the cards were a courtesy in a profession that often skipped courtesies. Over the years I saved many such cards, a fraction of all the ones I was sent. Since they are undated, I can’t tell now which one came first. No matter; it was—they were—a beam of attention from the top.

 



MY FIRST ENCOUNTER with Bill Buckley was as fortuitous as a lightning strike. But the material for the fire had been piling up for years.

I first saw him, as many people did, on his TV show, Firing Line. It went on the air in 1966. When my family started watching it, it was (as it remained for most of its thirty-three-year run) an hour of discussion, mostly political, moderated by Buckley.

The world of media and the world of political talk were much smaller then. There was, of course, no Internet, and no talk radio (except for Paul Harvey in the Midwest). There were three TV networks, plus public television, which was making its transition from state college professors giving extension courses to British imports. Commercial television consisted of entertainment, sports, and news, in that order. The boundaries of taste were set by comfortable, mainstream figures. David Brinkley and Johnny Carson were witty; Walter Cronkite was authoritative.


Firing Line seemed to come from a different planet. The show was epitomized by the theme song—the trumpet fanfare from the third movement of the Second Brandenburg Concerto. The perky little instrument that played it was a baroque trumpet, bright and high-voiced,  an instrument that had been a museum piece since the days of Bach and Handel. If you were not a classical music buff, the only other time you had heard one was in “Penny Lane.” The theme promised a show that would be quick, sharp, light, serious, and cool.

The set was simple: two chairs, three if there were two guests; little side tables for glasses of water. The spareness highlighted Buckley’s posture and mannerisms. He took the show very seriously—he sat with a clipboard that held the capsule biographies he had written as introductions for his guests and quotations of theirs that he intended to confront them with. The clipboard also supported a stop-watch, so he could keep track of the time.

But Buckley was determined to be comfortable while he talked. Comfort for him required motion. He swiveled, leaned, and slouched. He never bothered about his clothes—his wife, Pat, picked them all—but they were good quality. He was handsome, not in a movie star way, neither All-American nor Method Ethnic, but with a look that, if he had been short, would have been elfin.

Comics who included Buckley among their impressions focused on his tongue. That was obvious; he had a way of licking his lips—licking his chops—when he was about to make a point; Robin Williams turned him into a monitor lizard. But the most striking thing about Buckley on TV was the way his eyes widened, to signal amusement, mock bafflement, or the imminent destruction of an interlocutor. The eyes were heat-seeking—and pleasure-seeking—sensors. They were quick, too—the winks and stares flashed by like semaphore.

His accent struck most people, including me, as British. There was something transatlantic in it—he had spent a few years at a Catholic private school in England—but the base paint was southern: His father was an oil man from Texas, his mother a New Orleans belle. Many people disliked his accent, thinking that it was a snobbish affectation; I liked it for the same reason, in the way that deferential Americans embraced tony Brits from the Avengers to Alistair Cooke.


Firing Line would be inconceivable now. Jesus would not get an hour on television if He came back. Years later I would meet an old  left-wing man who asked me to thank Mr. Buckley for giving the Left its only forum in the late sixties. He meant, the only opportunity for leftists to state their views at length (they were covered, if not quoted, by the news). Buckley gave them this opportunity only to try to beat them up. But he did give them the opportunity (honor comes only from victory over worthy opponents). One of my favorite clips of Firing Line shows Bill and a young, slim Allen Ginsberg, who is holding something on his lap. The poet asks if can sing a song in praise of Lord Krishna. Bill says generously, “Go right ahead.” Ginsberg’s object turns out to be a harmonium, which he plays while singing, badly but passionately, a long chant. When he finishes, Bill says, “That’s the most unhurried Krishna I’ve ever heard.” He joked, but he let Ginsberg sing it first.

But what most struck me about Buckley on Firing Line as a new viewer was the beating up. In this sense he was the ancestor, legitimate if distant, of 24/7 contention, all yelling all the time. I remember an encounter with the radical lawyer William Kunstler. Kunstler’s hair looked like stuffing from a sofa. His manner was both familiar and overbearing, a combination of haimish and obnoxious. Buckley gripped him like a terrier and would not let him go. He maintained the formalities, giving each guest his Mr. or her Mrs., to a degree that was unusual in first-name/nickname America. But he would not give their beliefs a respite, if they were enemies of America, my family, or me.

 



AFTER WATCHING BUCKLEY on television I read him. My father came home one day with a paperback he had found in the rack at the drugstore: Up from Liberalism, by William F. Buckley Jr. This was a reissue of his third book, first published in 1959. No one seems to have noticed—or did they?—that, in the cover shot, the hand propped against his right cheek is giving the finger.

The book was an amalgam of controversial bits and pieces he had written over several years. It showed two of his favorite literary methods at work: Each episode was a counterpunch, taking a public figure—Eleanor Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower, John Kenneth  Galbraith—and picking apart something she or he had said or done; the episodes were brought together in a montage, mixed up and bounced off each other. When the techniques worked, it was like riffling a deck of pictures that show you a running man.

One image went straight to my memory. Buckley was talking about interest group politics in the modern welfare state. Subway riders in New York City do not want the fare to be raised (when he wrote it was fifteen cents). To appease them politicians running for governor promise to keep it low, but that can be done only by raising taxes statewide. In time, apple pickers in Cayuga County will ask for benefits of their own, which must come, in part, from subway riders. “Keep this up, you will readily see, and the skies are black with crisscrossing dollars. A dispassionate accountant, viewing the purposeless pell-mell, would surely wonder, What on earth is this all about? It is liberalism on the wing.” The passage explained a political process, but what sold me was the jingle of “purposeless pell-mell,” and the dollars, transformed Disney-style into migrating birds, then transformed once again into liberalism itself.

Buckley had a theme, which held his book together and overrode its weaker subarguments (he talked a lot about Joe McCarthy, who was unknown to me; he also favored keeping blacks in the South from voting, which struck me as un-American—I did not yet know how American it was). His title played off Up from Slavery, by Booker T. Washington; Buckley asserted that liberalism was a form, however mild or well-intentioned, of bondage. But why would Americans submit to such a thing? Liberalism prevailed, Buckley said, because it was socially acceptable. He therefore wanted to lift taboos on thought and discussion; once that happened, elections would take care of themselves.


Up from Liberalism was less a book about politics or policy than about manners, presented in a style that was simultaneously well-mannered (elegant, articulate) and ill-mannered (impudent, aggressive).

A word about his words. It was obvious that Buckley loved big ones, often drawn from rhetoric—paralepsis, apopemptic—and foreign ones, usually Latin—mutatis mutandis. But the tingle of his style  owed as much to odd phrases composed of ordinary words—over against, than which. He picked up an additional tingle by swinging from fancy materials and scaffolding into colloquialisms. His ear ruled everything. He defended both the arcane words and the slangy words on the grounds that they were just the right words, even though they had to be hauled from the armoire or the garage. But their rightness was as much a matter of timing as meaning. The effect, at its best, was a lively rattle, like someone playing a harpsichord or a washboard.

 



AFTER DISCOVERING HIS TV show and his book my family and I subscribed to his magazine, National Review. (In heaven Jim McFadden, circulation manager at the time, is smiling.) It came out fortnightly, as Buckley (and Buckley alone) said. The covers of the late ’60s were touched by the Day-Glo of the era. Mine with the sepia boy and the buttons would be on the sedate side; there was one about druggies going to Goa to die that could have been used by the Grateful Dead.

The drill bit of every issue was its editorial section, called “The Week,” a title held over from the earliest days of the magazine when it had been a weekly. The section consisted of single paragraphs, some as short as one-liners, followed by mini-essays with titles, all unsigned, except for the notably gracious obits.

The body of the magazine consisted of columns, articles, and reviews. The columnists—James Burnham, Russell Kirk, Frank Meyer, Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn—were men in the homestretch of long careers, of whom I had never heard. Reading them once or twice a month, though, I quickly became attuned to their frequencies.

The column format is easy on readers, who appreciate familiarity; for National Review it was a way to use writers who disagreed with, and sometimes disliked, each other. There was a lot of polemic for small government in the magazine, on both economic and political grounds, as foreshadowed by Buckley’s riff on crisscrossing dollars. There was also a lot of fondness (from Russell Kirk, keening) for old ways. Frank Meyer pushed a synthesis, which he called fusionism,  whereby capitalism and liberty were sustained by traditional morals and habits—an idea that the magazine as a whole tacitly endorsed. Burnham, off to the side, wrote about the cold war, which he called the Third World War.

Buckley bracketed the magazine: “Notes & Asides,” a selection of his correspondence, with replies, ran at the end of “The Week.” It was a polemicist’s batting practice. Three of his syndicated columns—he wrote three a week—followed the book reviews at the end.

Buckley’s beliefs, his concerns, his personality pervaded the whole magazine. If National Review wrote about religion it was usually his (Roman Catholicism). If it reviewed music, the music was classical. If it mentioned sports, they were the kind of sports he played (no teams, individual efforts only; a two-page ad offering to rent his yacht, the Cyrano, ran almost fortnightly). British politics was well covered; some of the editorial cartoons were picked up from Punch. Other Buckleys pitched in to help. Priscilla L. Buckley, sister, was on the masthead as managing editor. Aloise Buckley Heath, a sister who had died, was remembered each Christmas with one of the humorous pieces she had written about family life. If National Review was not Buckley’s shadow—the columnists were too oddly bright for that—it was his baby. The only other magazine that was so personal was Hugh Hefner’s Playboy.

 



WHEN I FOUND Bill Buckley in the late sixties, he had just reached the plateau of his career. He had been getting there for almost twenty years, starting in college. After World War II the Ivy League began moving from caste to meritocracy, which instead of dissipating its power only entrenched it. The doings of selected twenty-year-olds could have national resonance. Buckley earned his notoriety by flaying the establishment of which he was a part. He won the big campus prizes—chairman of the Yale Daily News; election, along with the Bushes, the Wise Men, and Dink Stover, to Skull and Bones. But he told Yale, in speeches and editorials, that it was running a con. It took the sons of Christian capitalists, and filled their heads with skepticism and socialism. He made this the thesis of his first book,  and first best-seller, God and Man at Yale, published in 1951. For a few years after that he was an acolyte of Joe McCarthy—a dead end, in several ways (Bill told me once that he lost a fortune by following McCarthy’s stock tips). After McCarthy destroyed himself Buckley decided that the cold war was to be won not by exposing communists in government and public life but by countering fallacious ideas. Hunting moles was work for gumshoes. Winning arguments required a debater and a performer; changing cultural fashions—a task implied by Up from Liberalism: How else could one end the liberal fashion?—required someone who was very cool. National Review, which he launched in 1955, helped him perform all three tasks, reinforced by the talents he brought together. Buckley offered Evelyn Waugh $5,000 a year to be a columnist, not only because he would say the right things but because he could not write an ugly sentence. Waugh didn’t take him up on his offer—“until you get much richer (which I hope will be soon) or I get much poorer (which I fear may be sooner) I am unable to accept”—though he did contribute several pieces. No snob, Buckley looked for brightness in obscure places: John Leonard was hired after dropping out of Harvard, Garry Wills after leaving a Jesuit seminary.

Buckley’s 1965 run for mayor of New York City was the solo performance that ended his apprenticeship, his masterpiece. Buckley’s opponents were Democrat Abraham Beame, a decent, dull liberal, and Republican John Lindsay, a tall, handsome, ever-so-slightly wooden liberal (Buckley ran on the line of the Conservative Party). The race produced one of his best books, The Unmaking of a Mayor, the title a send-up of Theodore White’s earnest accounts of presidential elections. It also produced one of his most quoted, and overquoted lines: When asked what he would do if he won, he said, “Demand a recount.” (Bill called the crack his c-sharp-minor prelude, a reference to the warhorse Rachmaninoff tired of playing.)

The cultural and political changes Buckley hoped for had mostly not happened by the end of the sixties. Barry Goldwater, conservatism’s ideal politician, had been buried in the 1964 presidential election; Buckley won only 13 percent of the vote in his mayoral  race, which Lindsay, the opponent he least liked, won. In 1968, Richard Nixon became president, narrowly. National Review had endorsed him, without real enthusiasm; it wasn’t just liberals who found him tricky. Buckley had happened, though; he had made himself a provocateur who was also a serious man.

 



WHY WAS I attracted to such a man?

My parents came from small towns in central New York near where Theodore Dreiser set An American Tragedy. When I read Dreiser I had the accidental satisfaction of ticking off places I had known for years from visiting relatives.

My mother’s family, the Starks, owned a dry goods store in Johnstown (one of Dreiser’s characters sees it as he glances down a street). Her father died when she was six months old; her mother lived to be ninety-six, and remembered Geronimo as a retired public figure. My mother, Elizabeth, was one of those people who learned musical instruments at will, and could play the piano by ear. Her Beethoven, her Grieg, her sheet music—“Claire de Lune,” “Rustle of Spring,” “The Glow-Worm”—went with her all her life.

My mother must have looked good on the stool of her family’s upright. In later years, my wife and I were looking through an old photo album of hers. I was pleased to see my twenty-year-old father, standing next to her, wearing a pair of two-toned shoes. “He looks sharp,” I said. “Rick,” my wife answered seriously, “your mother was gorgeous.” I knew it, but I was so close to my mother emotionally that I never expressed such truths.

My mother was as forceful and intelligent as she was striking. The pet of her family—she had two older sisters, both quite plain—she was used to being right, and to getting her way. (Bill Buckley had the same qualities; I must have recognized them, through the differences in sex and class.) My mother went to Mount Holyoke, where she majored in math, and was recruited to be a code breaker during World War II. But by then she had already married my father; her skills went unused for the rest of her life. The belated repository of her talents, and her ambitions, would be me.

My father Robert’s accounts of his boyhood in Fonda were small-town pastoral: sliding into a cave whose walls were covered with bats, learning the hook shot (then a new move) from seeing it done on newsreels. Only over years, and bit by bit, did he reveal and I understand that he came from destitution. His two-toned shoes must have been cheap; otherwise, he could not have owned them.

His father was a signal man for the New York Central Railroad who was crippled by multiple sclerosis; his mother lost her mind when he was a boy and was institutionalized for the rest of her life. Coming home one morning after camping in the woods with friends, he found the Brookhiser house burned down to the chimney; a cinder from the engine of a branch-line train had ignited it.

My father was a bright boy, whose teachers wanted him to learn Latin. He refused; that was for the college bound, and he wasn’t going to college, so why bother?

Marriage to my mother changed his prospects (Johnstown and Fonda were close enough and small enough that everybody almost did know everybody else). My mother’s sisters were spinsters; no doubt her husband could have taken over the Stark store.

My father’s family objected to the match on religious grounds: The Brookhisers were Catholic; the Starks belonged to the Presbyterian church. My mother would not convert, or raise Catholic children; my father didn’t mind. After he was drafted in early 1941, his family arranged for him to be seen by his Catholic chaplain, who warned him he would go to hell if he persisted. My father said he would see him there, and went ahead with his marriage.

He served in the Army Air Corps as a flight instructor. Once, he was assigned to fly a B-25 from Columbia, South Carolina, to Rome, New York. On the last leg of the trip he decided to pass Fonda. He thought of flying under the bridge that crossed the Mohawk River there, thought better of it, and buzzed the town. It was my image of his great success—escaping. He was a genial man, but that was superficial; his strategies for survival were stubbornness and silence.

I was my mother’s darling; I always felt awkward around my father. But in my passivity and willfulness I was more like him than I knew.

My father went to college after all, thanks to the G.I. Bill, then worked for Eastman Kodak, the largest employer in Rochester, New York; Irondequoit was one of the bedroom communities. Memories, dim but warm, and photographs, clear but faded, show small houses, neat yards, trick-or-treaters dressed in the odds and ends of their young parents’ closets. Eugene Genovese, who had taught at the University of Rochester, once told me, in the argot of his Marxist youth, that “the big bourgeoisie” ran the city well. Maybe they did, but I rarely went there, except to take piano lessons at the Eastman School of Music.

Life was among the lawns: the world of school (classes, chorus, plays—girls were still on deck); one television in the living room; a neighbor’s swimming pool, which they let us use; bicycles, one-speed, then three-speed; transistor radios (when I first heard Simon and Garfunkel’s “7 O’clock News/Silent Night” I twiddled the dial, trying to get away from the newscast, until I realized that stapling the world’s horrors onto the Christmas carol was the point).

In the summer I went with my Scout troop to the Adirondacks for loons and constellations; for Thanksgiving the family went to Johnstown. Sometimes we took vacations farther afield, always by car: New York City; Florida; California (the Corn Palace, geysers, Chinatown). The rest of my life I spent in Irondequoit.

I spent much of it in books. I read anything. My grandmother had a copy of Harold: The Last of the Saxon Kings, by Edward Bulwer-Lytton—medieval melodrama. I read it. My brother had a copy of  Nausea, by Jean-Paul Sartre—existentialist melodrama. I read that too. I read obsessively; I read Cyrano de Bergerac (in the Brian Hooker translation) and The Lord of the Rings twenty times each. Once I picked them up, I felt impelled to begin again and read them through. Returning to such favorites showed a taste for drama, sweep, and melancholy, if not tragedy.

My attraction to another book showed these tastes in a different way: The Gathering Storm by Winston S. Churchill. This was a first printing of the hardcover, given to me by a neighbor who was done with it (he had left some of the pages uncut). The first of Churchill’s six volumes of war memoirs, it recounts the run-up to World War  II, and ends with his becoming prime minister in May 1940. This was history, but recent history; my father had served in the war it described. It also seemed to be history trying not to repeat itself in my lifetime. Churchill’s message to his postwar readers was stated on page ix, in ragged lines like an inscription:
 THEME OF THE VOLUME


How the English-speaking peoples  
through their unwisdom,  
carelessness, and good nature  
allowed the wicked


to rearm





Communism had never rearmed, having never disarmed; what was the cold war except an attempt to prevent the wicked of our time from trying to dominate us?

I had a twin compulsion to put myself on paper. Before I could read and write I drew wordless cartoons. As soon as I learned two-finger typing, I wrote “books”—ten-page stories that began, as real books did, with a table of contents; I then had to write chapters that fleshed out what I had projected. Over time they grew; the last “book,” never finished, opened with a sixty-page single-spaced account of a basketball game. This tireless wheel-spinning occurred in a void. My father was bemused by it; my mother admired it, uncritically. Though they were both smart, they had not turned their minds in such directions. I was acquiring skills without any guidance, or any idea what to do with them.

My parents were profoundly conservative without being especially political. My mother was a Republican by birthright, and my father became one readily enough (the migration of men like him into the postwar GOP is the story of the death of the New Deal coalition). The first presidential election I remember was 1960, when I was five. Mom and Dad both voted for Nixon. When he lost, I was mildly surprised that the country had defied them. But it was a contest without passion, or (seemingly) consequences. Kennedy’s murder  three years later was a shock; I was sent home, with no explanation, from third grade, to find my mother weeping. Yet even this was a tragedy on television, out there.

Politics began to come home in two ways. In 1964 Rochester had a race riot. The big bourgeoisie had not done so well, it seemed. Irondequoit was all white; I did not know a single Negro, as they were then called. Our back-door neighbors put a little sticker on their house declaring that they would sell to black people; this was an advertisement of do-goodism, not of a house for sale.

Black people lived in Rochester, in the dilapidated three-story wooden houses we passed driving to and from piano lessons. They belonged to a different civilization. Once when we went to a store downtown, the black man minding it told my mother that the owner was “yonder.” I had never heard the word spoken before (I have not heard it spoken, except by actors, since). In July 1964 those houses burned in a riot. Four people were killed, hundreds of stores were looted; the governor called out the National Guard. The worst of urban violence—Watts, Newark, Detroit—was still to come, but Rochester had a preview of it. Our black people voted (one assumed); what was going on?

Soon thereafter the counterculture began its march through the American mind. Present-day twenty-year-olds, baffled by the artifacts of aged baby boomers thrust at them like Greek at sullen English schoolboys, can scarcely imagine a time when these things were new or exciting. The counterculture entered our house only in the form of music. My parents, my mother in particular, detested rock and roll. My brother and I could not help inhabiting it. Rochester had two rock stations. I remember one tense drive in the car when “Get Off of My Cloud” was braying through the static of the radio:  ’n th’ MAWnin’ th’ PAHKin’ tickets wuh jus-like-a FLAG own MAH WANdow SCREEN. My fed-up mother stabbed one of the buttons of the radio, preset to all the local stations, anything to get rid of it, but she hit the button that pulled in the other rock station, which was also playing “Get Off of My Cloud,” at about the same measure. There was no escape.

My taste of the counterculture stopped there, at least then (I did not get stoned until college), but it was in the air, like an incoming front. The media conveyed an image of it that was lurid and alluring. The coverage that was not hostile was voyeuristic. Who picked the pictures of naked hippie chicks that illustrated stories about Woodstock? Hippies themselves? Even hippie boys? No—leering adult photo editors. The counterculture, to the extent it was serious (always a question), carried a lot of political baggage. It did not care about the gathering storm, and it had no love for neat lawns.

I had already made my own approach to politics, as a hobby and a sport. Since I was not athletic, elections became my box scores. They were a body of organized historical knowledge, with winners and losers. I not only learned the names of all the presidents, I memorized all the also-rans (down to Rufus King and Winfield Scott Hancock—1816 and 1880, of course).

Contemporary elections were equally engrossing. The same neighbor who gave me his Churchill subscribed to U.S. News & World Report, which during the 1964 election published electoral maps of the states each candidate hoped to win (Goldwater obviously fell far short of his projected total). These were as absorbing to me as a stamp collection—Kansans here, Floridians there. I had already watched both conventions on television, typing up everything that happened, or at least everything that Walter Cronkite and Huntley/ Brinkley said happened. I learned the rituals, how in every roll call New Mexico identified itself as the “Land of Enchantment,” and Guam said it was “where America’s day begins” (both in slight accents). These were box scores being made, and you could see it.

The 1968 election had a more elaborate statistical profile, since it included a third party led by George Wallace. With its riots and murders it burst the neat bounds of sport; the most intrusive disaster, thanks to the luck of news gathering, was the second Kennedy assassination, the shaken radio reporter in the hotel pantry in Los Angeles telling bodyguard Rafer Johnson to “get the gun” of Sirhan Sirhan, over and over on his tape, then his tape being repeated over and over on our radio, as we ate breakfast in the kitchen before school.

But even that election, chaotic and distressing as it was, could be written about; I had never read a novel by Norman Mailer, but I read  Miami and the Siege of Chicago, the paperback edition of his 1968 convention coverage for Harper’s, as soon as it came out.

So even at age fourteen, politics was both a pastime and a force in my world; reading and writing were equally compelling. Who could be a better model than William F. Buckley Jr.? He understood freedom and the forces that threatened it, from foolish policies (crisscrossing dollars) to anarchy (in songs, or in the streets). He understood the gravest threat of all, communism. He understood words—words that confused plain thinking, and words that made everything clear. Almost miraculously, he understood my words. What my parents only indulged or praised automatically, he knew from the inside.

 



AT FORTY-FOUR, Bill’s age when he accepted my article, he was conscious of the passage of time. Before the New York mayoral race, William Rickenbacker, a younger colleague, sat in on one of his interviews. Bill was in fine form, like a Jet with a switchblade. The reporter saved his toughest question for walking out the door; Bill smartly knocked it aside. When the door closed, he turned to Rickenbacker and grinned, “I can keep this shit up until I’m forty.” He kept it up much longer, but even an enfant terrible senses when he is no longer literally an enfant. Out of the blue, here came a kid pulling the same stunts he had pulled in college—only he was doing it in high school. Bill may have thought, even then, Maybe I have found another me.






CHAPTER 2

THE SEVENTIES—MY adolescence, and National Review’s—began under the star of Richard Nixon, the almost accidental president, who had won with just over 43 percent of the vote but grew more potent over the course of his presidency, until he believed he might set the agenda for a decade.

He did not owe his success to a vision of what America should be at home. He thought the country didn’t need a president for domestic affairs; cabinet secretaries could handle all that. Politics was a matter of keeping competing factions off balance, or in his corner, often both.

One of the factions he sought to manage, with a mixture of policies, rhetoric, and blandishments, was the conservative movement. He deployed Pat Buchanan, a young Jesuit-educated journalist, as his conservative speechwriter (he had two others, one liberal, Ray Price, and one in-between, Bill Safire). He invited our contributor Russell Kirk, the traditionalist essayist, to the White House. Kirk was a nicer man than Henry Adams, but the occasion must have been even odder than the old gargoyle’s dinners with Theodore Roosevelt. Kirk told the president to read Notes Toward a Definition of Culture, by T. S. Eliot. “I could read about it in your book on Eliot, couldn’t I?” Nixon asked. Kirk assured him that the Eliot book was quite short.

Nixon tacitly backed a Buckley in the 1970 Senate race in New York. Nixon’s support had to be tacit, since there was already a  Republican in the race—the incumbent senator, Charles Goodell, a former congressman who had been appointed to fill Robert Kennedy’s seat, and then moved left. The Democrats nominated one of their congressmen, Richard Ottinger. Bill Buckley had considered a second run for office on the Conservative Party line if he could run against Kennedy in 1970; it was Bobby’s iconic status, and the desire to chip it, that attracted him, as much as the prospect of a Senate seat. Kennedy was one of the few public figures who declined to appear on Firing Line (when asked why Kennedy demurred, Bill answered, “Why does baloney reject the grinder?”). Bill’s older brother, James, vice president of the Buckley family oil business, ran in the Kennedy-less election instead. Nixon tipped his almost invisible hand by sending his vice president, Spiro Agnew, into the state and arranging for the Secret Service to part ranks so that a crowd of Buckley supporters with signs could swarm into a photograph with the veep. Jim eked out an even narrower victory than Nixon’s.

Did Bill Buckley ever replay that election in his mind? In 1971, he was a guest on Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, the TV comedy show that featured Goldie Hawn as a go-go girl. Bill got off a nice line, no less good for being borrowed (theft is one of the arts): He agreed to go on the show, he said, when the producers offered to fly him to the taping in a plane with two right wings. This performance brought an angry letter to Senator Buckley from a constituent who thought he had been the guest, thus committing “an affront to the dignity of the Senate.” Jim sent the letter to Bill, who ran it in “Notes & Asides,” with a double revelation: Jim was indeed the Buckley who had appeared on Laugh-In, but his constituent should not worry, since Bill was the Buckley who had been elected senator. Regrets? Or was it better joking about being a senator than being one?

Politics was the air Richard Nixon breathed, but his mind was intent on the world. His strategic instrument was his national security adviser, then secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, who happened to be a friend of Bill Buckley’s. Buckley and Kissinger had met in the  early sixties when the Harvard professor invited the conservative to address some seminars he was leading; their relationship would last four decades. Buckley liked liberals for two reasons: Either they wrote well (the columnist Murray Kempton), or they treated him and his ideas with respect. He wrung such respect from economist John Kenneth Galbraith; Kissinger, another Ivy League insider, gave it freely. Kissinger cultivated Buckley for reasons of prudence—in the great game of ambition it might be good to have a conservative you could call on the phone—and indeed it was Buckley who introduced him to Nixon’s circle.

Nixon’s design was to manage both the Vietnam War and the cold war by playing the Soviet Union and Communist China off against each other. Exploiting their rivalry would give America room to maneuver, and to scale back her commitments in Vietnam. But playing China would mean first dealing with China, something the United States had not done since the Communists took over the mainland in 1949.

Thus Nixon the Machiavellian. But he was also stirred by a vision of himself, making the big trip, the grand gesture. My second piece for National Review ran in the fall of 1971 when I was a junior in high school, and I labeled him and it romantic. I had no experience to offer in this piece; it was a thumb sucker, cobbled together from comparisons of Nixon to peacemakers like Woodrow Wilson (whom he admired) and Czar Alexander I (of whom he may never have thought, but about whom I had read in War and Peace). The magazine ran it as a young conservative’s take on Nixon. But I was right about Nixon’s romanticism. He wanted to be a towering figure, a power player but also a seer. Journalists and now historians have spent many years sifting all the things Nixon was, but romantic was truly one of them.

 



NIXON WENT TO China in February 1972, and Bill Buckley was one of the journalists who went along to cover the trip. National Review  was an old enemy of Communist China, and a supporter of the Nationalist remnant on Taiwan. Marvin Liebman, a good friend of the  magazine, ran the Committee of One Million, ostensibly 1 million supporters of Taiwan, in fact Marvin and his mailing list. Like most American media then, National Review used the old Wade-Giles transliteration of Chinese, not the pinyin devised by Beijing; some of the editors (not Buckley) went a step further, writing Peking as Peiping , because the latter form denoted a provincial capital, which, they argued, was what Peiping was so long as China’s legitimate rulers were lodged in Taipei.

That was the perspective of the magazine, and the movement—the perspective of right-world.

Buckley’s dispatches from China, collected in National Review, are among his finest hours. On the spot with Nixon in China, Buckley was inflamed by the atmospherics of the voyage: “We have lost—irretrievably—any remaining sense of moral mission in the world. Mr. Nixon’s appetite for a summit conference in Peking transformed the affair from a meeting of diplomatic technicians . . . into a pageant of moral togetherness.” Mao and his colleagues were the worst murderers of the century—worse than Hitler, worse than Stalin. History might dictate new policies, but we should call things by their right names. Instead, Nixon “managed to give the impression that he was consorting with Marian Anderson, Billy Graham and Albert Schweitzer.” That was tart, but this, on the repeated toasts Nixon offered his hosts at a grand ceremonial banquet, was brutal: “I would not have been surprised, that night, if he had lurched into a toast of Alger Hiss.” Hiss was the communist spy whose exposure had launched Nixon’s national career; lurched suggested Nixon’s infatuation, even intoxication. This was telling the truth about gangsters, and their new best friend, the president of the United States.

A handful of conservatives, including Buckley, had staged a forlorn little revolt against Nixon earlier in the year, supporting Rep. John Ashbrook of Ohio in the New Hampshire primary as a conservative protest candidate. Ashbrook won only 10 percent of the vote, and dropped out. Nixon was unstoppable. All Republicans rallied to him, and many Democrats. His 1972 victory over George McGovern was a historic wipeout (we mavens knew the parallels— Johnson/Goldwater, Roosevelt/Landon, Harding/Cox). Nixon said later that he intended to remake the GOP on “new majority” lines, though what those might have been, beyond adventures abroad and opportunism at home, was not clear.

Then, suddenly, it slid away. The imperial presidency fell to a pair of reporters; the “-gate” suffix entered American life. Senator Buckley, encouraged by brother Bill, called for Nixon’s resignation in May 1974. I happened to be in his office the afternoon of this announcement. I was a freshman in college, having followed my brother to Yale, and my singing group was passing through D.C. for spring break. Another freshman, a courtly Virginian, suggested we call on his good family friend Justice Lewis Powell. The justice greeted us in his chambers. All I could think to match that was a trip to the office of my idol’s brother. Senator Buckley was not in, but I could hear the phones ringing off the hooks, mostly from conservative constituents angry that he was joining the liberal hyenas circling Nixon. The ongoing revelations put almost everyone on the side of the hyenas.
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